Each time we study Etty Hillesum and the writings she left us, we must ask ourselves: what exactly is it we are studying? Are we studying the diaries and letters that have been preserved or are we studying Etty Hillesum the person? Or to put it differently: Does the narrator in her writings truly coincide with Etty Hillesum the person? If not, then we must set about our task of studying these writings differently than were we to study Etty Hillesum the person.
1
To make the essential distinction between literature and reality even more clear in the case of Hillesum's writings, we will look at a text that she wrote on 12 July 1942 about a jasmine bush growing in the garden at Gabriel Metsustraat 6, a bush she could see from her desk:
The jasmine behind my house has been completely ruined by the rains and storms of the last few days; its white blossoms are floating about in muddy black pools on the low garage roof. Editori, 1990, 161-168 + 195-196) The image of the jasmine bush whose blossoms have blown away serves as metaphor for the fate of the Jews in occupied Europe. According to Johanna Smelik, who knew Etty Hillesum quite well, her friend had little interest in nature. Etty had eyes only for books. Johanna thought that Etty wrote this passage to venture down a literary path, and not from any fascination with the wasted beauty of this bit of nature. If this is correct, we should analyze this text as a literary creation and not as evidence for any outstanding love of nature that Etty Hillesum is to have had. In reality, she was not a nature-lover; yet in this passage she uses the fate of the jasmine as metaphor for the fate of her people. Literature is not the same as reality-not even in a diary.
Ideological Orientation
Certainly when addressing the theme 'Etty Hillesum and her God,' there is a very great temptation to make statements about Hillesum's religious life while silently tiptoeing past the distinction between literature and reality. Still greater is the temptation to integrate Etty Hillesum in one's own religion or philosophy. This is a very characteristic development in the reception of her work. 4 That is why we will start by looking at this phenomenon.
Some of her readers assert without the least reticence that Etty Hillesum became a Christian during the war. She is even listed, without further ado, in a book of twentieth-century Christian martyrs.
